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	TOY SOLDIER

1

In the last days of the spring of 1973, when students were already drifting into the long emptiness of summer, Alejandro stepped out into the street with a strange restlessness tightening his chest. Something had come for him — something that had knocked on his door with the cold authority of fate. As he crossed the bridge that split the city in two, he glanced down at the river’s murky water. A chill ran along his spine, sharp and immediate, and a quiet voice inside him whispered that this year would bring no summer at all.

The official slip weighed heavily in his trouser pocket. Ever since he had received it, the word “mozo” had shifted meaning each time he read the date, the address, the summons. “Mozo”, he repeated to himself as he walked toward a destination he already knew by heart.

Somehow, a part of him had wanted the call-up to come quickly, as if speed could soften the blow. Yet he couldn’t shake the unease that tightened around him whenever he imagined the realities waiting just ahead — realities he feared more for their certainty than their severity.

He reached the recruitment office through a narrow side street behind an old convent, its back gate a warped wooden door eaten by time. The red-brick walls were peeling, and high above, in the bell tower, a dry stork’s nest clung to the stone. When he stepped into the square, he saw the others — the “mozos” who would share his fate: serving the Fatherland.

He recognized a few faces. Some only from passing glances in the streets of that provincial Castilian city; others were former classmates who had abandoned their studies to help their families or to chase independence, convinced that education no longer opened any doors. And many more were simply anonymous faces he had crossed paths with once or twice, now gathered under the same summons.

They were taken in small groups into the examination room, stripped completely, while an old, bored doctor in a white coat barely lifted his eyes above their navels. His voice was hollow as he asked whether anyone had “anything to declare.” None dared voice the silent protest lodged in their chests — a muted cry of rebellion they swallowed out of fear or resignation.

When they appeared into the dim antechamber and dressed again, a mustached soldier in uniform ordered them into the courtyard to receive their kits. Alejandro turned back for a moment, watching the distorted silhouettes of naked bodies wavering behind the rippled glass of the door, as if trapped in another world.

They stood with their backs against the whitewashed walls, beneath large square windows sealed by thick iron bars that rose toward a thin edge of blue sky. A startled pigeon shot up from the cornice, crossing the courtyard before disappearing into the blinding white of the opposite wall.

A soldier appeared from a doorway, crossing the courtyard with a bundle of papers in hand. His cap was worn and split at the visor, stained by years of use. He looked at the rows of young men and, with as much contempt as he could muster, called them “FNGs,” provoking laughter and muttered comments.

They were handed a white booklet with a crest and told their first destination: the CIR — the Recruit Instruction Centers where their military training would begin.

“Where did they send you?” asked a familiar face — someone Alejandro vaguely remembered from old basketball games, one of those boys from the reformatory team they had always played against with a mix of disdain and unease.

“Madrid. CIR Number One,” he answered, distant, unable to share the other’s relief.

“We’re together, man,” the boy grinned. “At least it’s not El Ferral or some camp out in the middle of nowhere…”

“At least we’ll be closer… for the leave days,” Alejandro murmured, though his mind drifted to the drunken chant he had often heard at train and bus stations: ‘Campamento de El Ferral, FNG Slaughterhouse…’ and the exaggerated stories of cruelty, hazing, farting contests, and humiliation inflicted on the new recruits. A bitter discomfort rose from his stomach as he walked back through the streets of the old city, the empty green kit slung over his shoulder, his thoughts hollow.
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His mother was waiting for him, her anxiety thinly disguised. Her pale face — always touched by a quiet melancholy — looked more like a mask than a true reflection of whatever she felt inside. She had tried to raise her eldest son away from the father’s unyielding harshness, yet she had never managed to understand the shifting complexities of Alejandro’s character.

That day he had kept his promise to come for lunch with his father and sister, the first time in months. As he stepped into the house, his eyes moved instinctively across the familiar corners, still surprised by the immaculate order that ruled his parents’ home. Every object, no matter how insignificant — the paperweights on his father’s desk, the books on the living-room shelves, the towels in the bathroom, the cutlery on the table — everything was arranged with an almost exaggerated precision.

It had been more than a year since he had left the family home, to his mother’s sorrow and his father’s indifference. The man seemed proud of his own coldness, satisfied in rejecting those who showed him affection. He treated potential friends the same way — many had received nothing but mockery or disdain in return for their goodwill.

“Where?” his father asked, without lifting his eyes from the newspaper.

“Madrid.”

“Well. You can’t complain…” He finally looked up over the rim of his glasses, showing no emotion at all, as if bracing himself against something he couldn’t touch- When?

“Very soon,” Alejandro replied.

Sitting beside their father at the large beechwood dining table, Isabel — still almost a child — watched him with the fresh glow of ripening fruit in her cheeks. She smiled at him with a kind of innocent compassion, unaware of her own beauty, unaware of the weight he carried.
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That night, when he reached the platform, Alejandro set the heavy duffel bag on the ground — stuffed with the useless things and the clothes his mother had chosen so he would “look like a man.” He was relieved he had convinced her not to come to the station, even if it had upset her. To him, the idea of a farewell scene felt childish, something unbecoming of someone who considered himself already independent. He despised sentimental goodbyes, and his pride made him feel superior to the others around him — smiling, embracing girlfriends, friends, mothers — all clutching the same olive-green bags by their aluminum hooks.

Surrounded by recruits and their families, he cast glances filled with disdain, preferring to lose himself in the cold gleam of the lights reflected on the rails. He felt satisfied to be alone, relieved not to have run into anyone he knew, sheltered in the illusion of his own self-sufficiency. The forced cheerfulness of the others irritated him — as if they were eager to leave, eager to escape, or perhaps simply trying to hide the sadness he himself refused to acknowledge, believing he stood above it.

He lifted his eyes above the platforms just as the black hand of the station clock snapped to three in the morning. A fleeting, bitter smile crossed his face as he thought of his own cowardice — the way he had used his mother, used his family, to avoid confronting the pain of saying goodbye to the person who had driven him to leave home a little more than a year earlier.

His father, a grave and taciturn man obsessed with his son’s future, had never forgiven what he called a “betrayal.” He preferred to feign indifference toward anything Alejandro did, withdrawing even further into silence whenever his son returned for the occasional afternoon visit. Those visits were spent mostly with his mother and sister, listening to Alejandro speak about the wonders of his new life away from them, and about political ideas that clashed sharply with the father’s views as a civil servant. Yet that afternoon, the father had felt obliged to offer the usual advice, masking a certain satisfaction at the hardships that awaited his son in the army.

Alejandro had listened in silence, glancing sideways at his sister, trying to understand the subtle changes time was drawing in her face, in her dark hair, in a body that was no longer that of a child. He felt a strange, irrational discomfort — a protective jealousy he didn’t fully understand — while his father’s slow, monotonous voice continued with unexpected insistence.

“You’ll see, Alejandro,” the man said, “when you have to obey some petty sergeant — ignorant, brutal — who has the power to command you, humiliate you, mock your studies, your culture, even your father. Unless you learn to swallow that pride of yours, you’re going to suffer.”

In truth, the father was glad his son was leaving for military service. He believed the experience would shake him out of his idealistic dreams — the ones he shared with his left-leaning friends — never imagining that the harshness of that world might cause real psychological harm, or that the unimaginable difficulties ahead could wound Alejandro’s sensitive nature.

Two days before reporting for duty, Alejandro turned twenty-three.
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The shouts of several non-commissioned officers ordering them to form up on the platform — beneath the black iron structure that covered the station — snapped him back to reality. Without thinking, he lifted the duffel bag and copied the others. It was his first military exercise.

They boarded in rows, climbing into the old mail wagons that would take them to Madrid — a destination he knew too well. Train journeys always brought him the same sense of discomfort: the dry mouth that comes from a sleepless night, the torture of those seats where no position offered rest, the sticky blue vinyl, the sweat on his face, the noise, the relentless rattling, the smell, the endless stops, the voices of people who never consider anyone else.

The organization was as efficient as could be expected. Some managed to seize seats in the passenger compartments, displacing the weary travelers unlucky enough to share the train with this horde. The rest settled wherever they could: in the corridors, in the foul-smelling spaces at the ends of the cars, near the toilets and the deafening couplings.

Alejandro pushed his way into the adjacent first-class carriage and sat on the bronze-colored waste bin by the door. At least there he wouldn’t have to stand or be crushed among the bodies smoking, drinking, shouting without pause. Sheltered in his solitude, in the half-darkness, he felt relieved to be away from them — until their noise faded, swallowed by the distance.

The presence of another uniform broke his silence. The conductor’s voice, sharp and impatient, demanded his ticket. Alejandro pulled it from his jacket pocket and handed it over between two fingers, unable to hide his irritation at the intrusion — the unwelcome presence that shattered the quiet of his thoughts. The conductor barely looked at him before ordering him out.

“Recruits travel in second class,” he said, curt and sour.

“Is the waste bin first class too?” Alejandro muttered.

“Don’t get clever,” the man snapped, heading toward the second-class car where the first cluster of recruits waited, eager to finish a job he clearly despised. He shot Alejandro a look full of bile.

The conductor seemed a man of little patience and even fewer manners, competing with the recruits in lack of civility. He began raising his voice, trying to check their tickets. The officers had long since disappeared, and Alejandro, with his usual sense of superiority, found himself thinking how easy it would be to assign special trains for such purposes — but the thought dissolved quickly, replaced by an irresistible impulse.

Approaching the group of recruits in second
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EPILOGUE















THE END
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